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CHAPTER II: THEY CALLED HIM "MR. RICHTER"

One bot, August day Mr. Richter and bis father drove way out west for an
intetview in Syracuse, Kansas. Don recalled stopping the car beside the highway six miles
east of town, to put on his best blue suit and tie in preparation for his interview. Upon bis
arrival, he noticed the most immaculate, beautiful brick facility. In fact, it was the prettiest
school he had ever seen. Upon further inspection, be discovered that the inside of the
building had blonde woodwork, truly a work of art. The classroom had, not blackboards,
but greenboards, the likes of which Mr. Richter had never seen. This fantastic facility
convinced him that this community believed in and was committed to the schoo~ and he
wanted to be a part of that commitment to education.

Mr. Richter shared that in the 1880's, culturally, Syracuse was the economic hub of
this area. The Sante Fe Railroad, with its freight and passenger cars, brought vitality,
businesses and people to town. In those early years, many surrounding areas funneled
their resources into Syracuse. He lamented the loss of the beautiful Harvey House and felt
that the community lost not only a historic landmark when it closed down, but also a
historical connection to the past. The early population was homogeneous, nearly all white
folk with blue and brown-eyed children and most came from family farms, a result of
homesteading. Starting about fifteen years ago and presently continuing, Mr. Richter
noticed a cultural shift in population as more and more minorities called Syracuse home.
Because of economics and political decisions, such as the Vietnam War, this community
had become home for people of Asian and Mexican descent, as well as those of European
descent. Cattle, a mainstay for the frontier economy of the early days, once again
provided employment opportunities in feedyards, dairies, and meat-packing plants for the
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growing number of Hispanics. Mr. Richter admired these people who, despite language
barriers and economic hardships, would bring their families to a new land, start new jobs,
work hard, and struggle to be successful. He recalled the county population was about
3,300 at its peak in the l960's, and ebbed as low as 2200 in the late l980's. He cited the
weather cycle, with its dust stonns and droughts, as being a major factor in the changing
population.
According to Mr. Richter, the role of the classroom teacher was to do his best for
each and every student who came through the classroom door. Every child was precious.
As a teacher, he always gave his best effort and was prepared. He encouraged, loved,
motivated, and demanded his students accomplish their very best work. Mr. Richter
believed his methods, philosophies and style came from life experiences. Life experiences
that answered the questions Who am I? Where have I been? and Where do I want to go?
The German family heritage of hard work and discipline, coupled with the minister's touch
of "do unto others ... " and the "love one another" principles, all contributed to the
fonnation of his philosophy. He expressed the importance of"walking what you talk."
He felt it was important and was driven to be successful at whatever he did, and always
tried to do his very best. He enumerated the characteristics of a successful teacher as
follows: interesting, humorous, well-prepared, a role-model, diligent, hard-working,
caring and having high expectations. He also commented about the great professional and
personal returns from students and colleagues, when the teacher possessed those
characteristics and applied those principles to the educational process.
Professionalism was important to Mr. Richter. He illustrated this point with a
story about his father. The Reverend R. F. Richter always were a hat, coat, and tie when
he was among the people of his community. Mr. Donald Richter also felt it was important
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to dress professionally in the community, even during after school hours and on weekends. He went on to illustrate that as lawyers dress appropriately for the courtroom, so
should teachers dress appropriately for the classroom. He reflected that with the coming
of more individual freedoms in the teaching profession, he's seen a decline in the manner of
dress and with it, diminishing professionalism. He also believed that it was important for
the teacher to be in touch with local expectations. To help explain this thought he told of
a fine young music teacher who came to Syracuse in the late 1960's. This gentleman had
long hair and consequently, was not accepted by the community. Eventually the music
teacher realized this lack of acceptance and he moved on. Mr. Richter commented that he
didn't know whether that was a good or bad thing, but it was simply the way it was.
As for teaching methods and grading systems, Mr. Richter offered these thoughts.
Teaching methods were more formalized in the old days. The lecture method, where the
student listened, memorized material and regurgitated that material, was the nonn during
the l950's and early l960's. As time went on, education improved a great deal. The late
1960's and 1970's ushered in more academic freedoms and an openness. In the early l970's,

Mr. Richer fell in love with the new social studies curriculum which focused on the role of
history, as opposed to recalling historical facts. He began to use more primary sources of
infonnation in his classroom, with the problem and inquiry approaches becoming his
teaching method mainstay. Critical thinking became much more important and his
questioning techniques focused on higher-order thinking skills, more along the lines of
What caused the Civil War? and How can we prevent those kinds of things from
happening again? His students were expected to develop a hypotheses and support their
conclusions with factual evidence. The burden of proof rested on the shoulders of the
student and it was there, that Mr. Richter reveled in his role as the devil's advocate. He
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also believed that good teaching involved some showmanship. When students' attention
would wander, he loved to perform sleight of hand tricks to regain that student focus. He
recommended any gimmicks or devices necessary to refocus student attention on the task
at hand. Grading systems were a difficult issue for Mr. Richer to address. Early in his
career, he recalled weekly failing lists and felt that those lists reflected negatively on him.
He recalled having high eighth-grade history standards and having a young man take and
fail his class three times. To make matters worse, that student did worse in class the third
time, than he did the first time. This young man dropped out of high school and Mr.
Richter hasn't forgotten that painful lesson. Though this recollection of a student failure
was regretful, Mr. Richter maintained his high expectations and thereafter "they aJI got it"
because, at least in part, they all knew they bad to get it.
Discipline was never an issue with Mr. Richter. He felt that statement to be true
because of the beginning manner in which he approached discipline issues. Teachers were
a separate entity from their students - no buddy, buddy rapport. He respected the students
and they respected him back. As generations passed, the legendary stories about his class
got bigger and better. "The parents took care of the discipline for me," he said with a
twinkle in his eye. Mr. Richter applauded parents when they cared enough to come to
school to see about their children. He always had the "let's see how we can help the kid"
approach. He would try to accentuate the positive and eliminate the negative. He
believed that parents were appreciative when a teacher worked hard, cared, and tried to
motivate the students. He also expected the parents to support him - and they did. Mr.
Richter believed that staying in one place, becoming a part of the community and putting
down roots, helped him with discipline, as everyone knew what he expected and did it.
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Mr. Richter chose the field of education because he wanted to be a coach. He
coached junior high football, basketball, and track for approximately eight years and was
an assistant high school basketball coach for a few more years. However, he found that
teaching became the more personally satisfying role for him, and coaching took too much
time away from his family.
Mr. Richter taught social studies. Over his forty-two years social studies included
the courses World History, Civics, Sociology, Economics, Psychology, International
Relations, Great Decisions, History of the Great Plains, Kansas History, Family Living,
Library, Geography, Hanrilton County flistory and eighth-grade History and Science. He
also taught courses for Garden City Community College. His favorite class to teach was
senior American History, a graduation requirement, and a subject he taught all forty-two
years. That class provided him with the opportunity to teach every student who graduated
from Syracuse High School and in his tenure, that meant teaching approximately 1700
students. It is interesting to note that Mr. Richter expected all senior American History
students to write the Presidents of the United States in order, spelled correctly. For this
requirement 100% was the only passing grade. Retests were allowed, but standards were
never lowered. Much of the Mr. Richter legend comes from this one required assignment.
In 1952, Mr. Richter felt prepared to teach. He was quick to remember that in his
first year, the secretary thought he was one of the students, so he knew be had to be
tough. He taught facts, used the textbook and wrote lots and lots of information on those
beautiful greenboards. He had been taught not to crack a smile and didn't. Reflecting on
those times, Mr. Richter felt as though he probably alienated some people by being tough
and unsmiling, but also gained some respect that paid later dividends. He also commented
that he should have paid the school to let him teach the first couple of years.
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As he reflected by decades, he recalled that the 1950's were a great time.

Eisenhower ran for President and won. Schools had dress codes, girls wore dresses and
skirts, and boys wore flat tops. Gum and candy were non-issues and high hopes abounded
everywhere. He recalled the 1960's as being anti-this and anti-that. Thoughts that came to
his mind were the Kennedy assassination, the Vietnam War, the Great Society,
communism, the cold war, the" rd rather be dead than red" slogan, the establishment,
drugs and hippie cuJture. It was during this time that Mr. Richter went back to Emporia
State Teacher's College to get his masters degree in teaching - in how to be a more
effective teacher. He also attended a National Science Foundation program on
International Relations and brought home the content for use in his high school classes.
Mr. Richter had a gleam in his eye when he told about how his students "got it," they

really got that college content! He commented that while he knew much of the budgetary
deficits of the 1980's and 1990's were caused by the Great Society programs, he couldn't
have gotten his masters degree without those scholarships and grants. Benefitting from
this program, he felt that he was a much better teacher because of training he received.
Early in the l970's be recalled being faculty advisor for the student council and being asked
to assist the students in getting a smoking lounge, as well as a student lounge. The
teachers had both a smoking and faculty lounge, so the students felt they should have
them, too. It began to be more difficult to separate the late 1970's, l980's and early l990's.
Mr. Richter reflected how the Nixon Administration made people cynical about
democracy and their institutions. The electronic age brought many challenges, but he
knew that social studies was an area of the curriculum that couJd greatly benefit from
these challenges. He recalled the power of the news media, including television, and Mr.
Richter worked hard to incorporate the media into his classroom. During this time Mr.
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Richter began to have second generation students. The first twenty years of his teaching
career are recalled with a fondness for lots of good people and lots of good kids.
Camaraderie was abundant, as well as a great respect for teachers and the education
profession as a whole. When comparing and contrasting, Mr. Richter felt that in the later
years, students were allowed to have more freedoms to make decisions. He also felt that
the students were better informed. He noted the importance of self-discipline to go along
with the additional freedoms of making choices. He believed that education had made
great strides concerning discipline issues. Discipline-wise, the good old days were not
necessarily the good old days. He recalled his father's razor strap and pondered about
child abuse. He cringed at the memory of being called to witness the swatting of students
by other teachers, and noted that this wasn't his way. He never paddled a student. In his
early years, Mr. Richter remembered signing a loyalty oath that made him promise not to
teach communism in his classes. At that time the school allowed school prayer, as well as
sacred Christmas programs. Then came the reversal. Mr. Richter taught communism in

his later years~and school prayer, as weU as sacred Christmas programs, were banned
from the schools.
In 1952, there were five school districts in the county. As time passed these
school districts began to close because of declining school enrollment. ln 1970, the State
Department of Education required that students have thirty units of credit to graduate and
small rural school enrollment made that requirement a near impossibility. The surrounding
county schools began to consolidate with Syracuse and presently there is only one school
district, U.S.D . #494, in Hamilton County. Mr. Richter recalled financial benefits, athletic
benefits, and community benefits to these consolidations. Mr. Richter was quick to
acknowledge that some of the surrounding districts that were part of the consolidation,
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had great school pride. Many of their alumni and patrons continued to maintain their
school buildings, and have occasionally used those school facilities for alumni events and
meeting places throughout the years.
The high school was built in 1950 and in 196 l a new grade school was added. In
1974 another major project was completed~ that being a new gymnasium. These capital
improvements showed that the community's commitment to education remained strong
throughout his forty-two years, proving his initial impression correct.
Special service programs are headed in the right direction according to Mr.
Richter. Mainstreaming and inclusion are good things. In the l950's, special education
was only for the most severely handicapped students and many of these students were
eventually place in homes for the handicapped. As for the others who would qualify for
special education services, he didn't realize there were such great differences in learning
abilities, capacities and channels. He thought the students could all do the work, and they
did! He believed that high expectations bring positive results. If he expected those
students to 1 ~ they would. Low expectations allowed only minimal learning to have
occurred. He applauded the current system, but felt he didn't get the kind of training he
needed to make adaptations for students with special needs in his professional growth
training. Much of that infonnation was self-taught. He pointed out that some of this
greatest mends are the kids who struggled to "get it" and did.
Advancements in school technology are continual and present great challenges and
opportunities for the classroom teacher. Mr. Richter thought Syracuse was progressive in
the l950's and still thinks so today. The building sparkled when he arrived to interview
back in the early 1950's and he was proud to be part of a community that valued education
so highly. He paused to question the value of copy machines that spit out reams and
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reams of paper day after day. He stressed bow important it was for a teacher to keep
current and in the forefront of new information and educational trends. The computer,
along with the internet, were fabulous tools to be used to help kids learn. He supposed
that maybe sometime in the future all the area schools wouJd be linked by computer. He
valued the importance of a good library and stressed the importance of having knowledge
about the availability of federal funds for assistance with educational programs.
The school board's role in the educational hierarchy was to set policy and that
policy should reflect the community's wishes, according to Mr. Richter. The
administration was responsible for implementing the policies. He applauded any
administrator who wore the suit and tie. It showed professionalism. He noted some
changes in administration. In 1952, the faculty and administration ofU.S.D. #494 were all
one big happy family. The board, the administration, and teachers were all members of the
Kansas Teacher Association and the school paid for the professional association
membership dues. The employees often socialized together, knew each other on a
personal basis, and still had mutual respect for one another. Now, be feels the
administration and faculty have grown apart from each other, sometimes rather than
cooperative, they are now adversarial. They are viewed as separate entities and he
attributes that separation, in part, to the separate associations and unions for
administrators, school boards and teachers. As for school boards, he also reflected that he
saw the school board for U .S.D. #494 grow from three members to seven members and in
his opinion, that was a good thing, as it was better able to reflect the diverse community.
He acknowledged that it would also be more difficult to reach consensus with larger
numbers on the board. Mr. Richter also noted that two members of the three member
schoo l board that hired him in 1952 were at his Teachers' Hall of Fame induction ceremony
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r
in Dodge City. Mr. Charles Holdren and Mr. Milton Rudy attended. Mr. O .C. Lowe, the
third member, was deceased. Mr. Richter is thankfuJ for the support of past
administrations and school boards because they let him do what he wanted. They gave

him freedom to adapt the curriculum and provided financial resources to support his
programs.
Why Syracuse all these years? His mother often commented that Syracuse seemed
to be a place that God had forsaken. He stated his belief in the benefit of roots as the key
reason, along with the fiiendly people who seemed to possess great spirit and
determination, as defining reasons for why he remained in Syracuse. Again, Mr. Richter
cited his father as an example of putting down roots and contributing to the life of a
community as the pastor for the same church for thirty-nine years. Likewise, Mr. Richter
put down his roots in a community for forty-two years. The Syracuse community
graciously accepted him and his family and supported his programs. He and his family
became involved in the community and involved in their church. He developed a deep
appreciation for the people and he truly loved the high school aged students, the coaching,
and subjects he was teaching. He was happy here and never had the desire to teach
anywhere else. Another additional factor he noted was that in his early years, teacher
salaries were higher in western Kansas - and even better yet, a person could get additional
money if he were married!
As for awards, Mr. Richter was named by Emporia State University Master
Teacher in the year 1968. He also was inducted into the Teachers' Hall of Fame on June
3, 1995. In 1964, the HamiJton County Junior Chamber of Commerce named him Teacher
of the Year. In 1973, he was a finalist for the Kansas Teacher of the Year Award
presented by the Kansas Commissioner of Education. In 1983, the Hamilton County
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Chamber of Commerce named him Teacher of the Year. Another special time for Mr.
Richter was in 1962, when the junior and senior classes provided him with an alJ-ex:pense
paid trip to Washington D.C . and New York City.
Professional organizations were important to Mr. Richter. He was involved in and
served on the Kansas Council of Social Studies. KNEA boards and commissions, Phi
Delta Kappa educational fraternity and was also a past president of the Syracuse
Education Association.
Mr. Richter rarely gave advice, even to his own children, because he believed that

the longer he lived, the less he knew. It was more his style to lay out options and let the
individual determine the appropriate decision. However, as for suggestions to the
beginning teacher, he shared the following ideas: make it interesting, make it fun, use
humor, be a storyteller, exude enthusias~ be a motivator, be a role model, know your
subject matter, be a professional~join organizations, be diligent, caring, be a hard worker,
have high expectations, keep current and always be looking for self improvement.
Mr. Richter felt that it was important to keep a balance in life. It was here that Mr.

Richter acknowledge the importance of religion in his life. Again, he referred to his father,
the minister, and noted that his father felt his congregation always came first, and the
family second. Wistfully, he wished he gotten to share more of his father's time to play
ball and that type of activity; and thereby, he would have gotten to know his father better.
Even so, be credits his father for being the stabilizing force in his life. Mr. Richter had
always tried to have a balance of time for his wife, Peggy, and their four boys.
Mr. Richter retired because he began to lose his hearing and he felt that was

interfering with his ability to communicate with the students. He was in good health
otherwise, and wanted to spend additional time traveling with his wife, Peggy. He had a
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quiet confidence in others who would come along and serve the job well. He's active in
the Retjred Teacher's Association at the both national and state levels, and does volunteer
service for those orgaruzations.
Mr. Richter missed many things about teaching, but interaction with the kids was
the thing he missed most. It's not unusual to see him mingling with the students when he
attends athletic, musical, and academic events. He again recalled that good feeling a
teacher gets when the light goes on and a student finally "gets it." The only thing he'd
change would be a few discipline decisions.
Roy Piper, a fonner superintendent called him a "legend" in our community, not
necessarily for his longevity in teaching, but for his teaching skills and caring for people in
the commuruty. Mr. Richter is one of those rare indjviduals who has touched many lives

in his professional career. He reflected a genuine love and commitment to education and
had a deep appreciation for the contributions of others. A legend, an icon, a pillar in the
community. What a legacy!

